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Shadows Remain 


PART ONE 
. By Justina Ireland 


Previously: 

An almost catastrophic incursion by 
the Nihil on Starlight Beacon itself has 
left those tasked with maintaining the 
station’s safety stretched to their limits, 
some seemingly more than others.... 


hal Tarpfen, 
head of 
security on 
Starlight 
Beacon, was 
dreaming. She 
knew it wasn’t 
real, because 
instead of the 
gleaming metal corridors of the station 
her surroundings were an iridescent 
pink shell. She was somehow back 
on Mon Cala, dressed in the garb 
of the royal guard: flowing kelp 
gauntlets, fitted scrye-fish skin tunic 
and trousers, feet bare to better swim 
through difficult currents. 

In the dream Ghal stood at attention 
in an anteroom she didn’t remember, 
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But perhaps that was because it was 
less a dream and more a memory. And a 
painful one at that. She’d had this same 
dream more than a dozen times since 
arriving on Starlight Beacon more than a 
year ago, and their increasing frequency 
was beginning to unnerve Ghal. 

What warning was her subconscious 
trying to impart to her that she had not 
yet heeded? 

“Ghal, we are truly in awe of the 
service you have provided the crown 
these past few turns,” the figure on the 
dais said. The Mon Calamari there had 
no face, even though real Ghal knew the 
peaks and valleys of his visage. “And it 
is with a heavy heart that we grant your 
request to be removed from your service 
to the crown.” 

This was the part where dream Ghal 
drew back in shock, desperately trying to 
keep the hurt from her face. She hadn’t 
seen the betrayal coming, she never did. 

But what else had she expected from 
falling in love with a male too far above 
her station? 


“You have my attention, 
Administrator Jahen,” Ghal said. 
Formality was a safe fallback. “TI will 
depart for my rest, shortly. Is there 
anything else?” 

Velko shifted uncomfortably. The 
Soikan wore her emotions too obviously, 
an open data file for anyone to read. 
“Look, Ghal, about the incident in the 
security block—” 

“We're past that,” Ghal said. She 
didn’t want Velko’s apologies, especially 
not when the pain of the dream was so 
fresh. “What seems to be amiss?” She 
tried to soften her tone, so that Velko 
would not start up once more with her 
blasted apologies. 

“We have a new official on board 
and the Jedi are requesting a secured 
berth. Vice President Hackrack Bep, 
from Dalna.” 

“All planetary officials require secured 
berths while on official business, that’s 
nothing new. We'll put him in the same 
wing as Senator Starros,” Ghal said. 

“Yes, that’s what I figured. But I keep 


THIS WAS THE PART WHERE DREAM GHAL DREW 
BACK IN SHOCK, DESPERATELY TRYING TO KEEP 
THE HURT FROM HER FACE. 


even though her subconscious did. 

“Ghal Tarpfen, daughter of Rhal and 
Gera, Captain Third Class of the Royal 
Guard. Please approach.” 

Dream Ghal was filled with a sort 
of quivering excitement about being 
summoned to the dais by the regal figure 
of Shenrick, who sat there with a crown 
that should not have belonged to him. 
But real Ghal could feel the sorrow that 
this moment was about to deliver, and 
she grieved once more. 

Ah, thought Ghal, watching her 
dream self approach the dais in the 
center of the room, this one again. 

Ghal did not know how others 
dreamed. She’d watched her co-worker, 
Velko Jahen, doze off once or twice 
during long shifts in the command hub, 
and the silver-skinned, silver-haired 
Soikan seemed to be wholly consumed 
by her sleeping visions, but for Ghal her 
dreams always left her with a strange 
sense of detachment. It was odd that 
this dream should feel so immediate. 


76 / STAR WARS INSIDER 


“Ghal! Did you hear me?” 

Ghal startled awake, the watery filter 
of the dream evaporating as she came 
back to herself. 

“T was asleep.” 

“That’s the third time this shift. 
Maybe you should call it a day. Or a 
night,” Velko said with a forced laugh. 
“What time is it, even?” 

“Not until I finish this report,” Ghal 
said, turning back to her terminal. 

Not far away Velko Jahen watched 
Ghal with a slight frown. Their 
relationship had been strained ever 
since the incident with Velko’s former 
lover, Vane Sarpo. Ghal would almost 
swear that was what was causing her 
nightmares, because that’s what they 
were, reliving that moment when the 
love of her life had cast her aside. But 
she’d been having the nighttime visions 
long before the issue with the Nihil in 
the security block. 

“Ghal—” Velko began again, but Ghal 
held up a hand. 


getting an error from the security suite 
in corridor sixteen. Have you ever seen 
anything like this?” 

Ghal stood from her chair, taking a 
moment to stretch before going to stand 
behind Velko where the administrator 
sat at her workstation and watched the 
code flow past. After a moment Ghal 
reached over Velko’s shoulder and typed 
in a couple lines of commands. There 
was a beep and a whirring sound, and 
then the status came back as normal, 
feeds from the cameras populating the 
screen once more. 

“Looks like one of the security droids 
shut down the hall cams. Strange. They 
aren’t supposed to do such a thing.” 
Ghal burbled a bit, the Mon Calamari 
equivalent of a yawn. “T’ll check on it 
when I get back from the refresher.” 

“Go ahead and catch some rest as 
well,” Velko said, swallowing a yawn 
of her own. “That report will wait, and 
we're all tired. Things will just have to 
take a little longer. I think the Republic 


will understand. I’ll grab a break when 
you get back.” 

Ghal nodded and walked off without 
another word. The last few weeks had 
been incredibly busy. The Jedi had 
rounded up hundreds of Nihil and 
all Starlight Beacon officials had been 
working double shifts to accommodate 
the influx of prisoners. The Jedi were 
very careful not to kill the Nihil if 
they could help it, which meant that 
Velko, Ghal, and every other Republic 
administrator on Starlight Beacon had 
seen their workload increase. Processing 
criminals required a number of forms, 
and since none of the Nihil ever gave 
their true name they were also spending 
a ridiculous amount of time capturing 
an image of each pirate to run through 
the databank of known felons. It was 
tiresome work, and they still had the 
day-to-day running of Starlight to 
attend to. 

It made rest a prize to be treasured, so 
Ghal was not going to argue when Velko 
offered to let her take the first sleep shift. 
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head above the water line. The timer 
she’d set still hadn’t expired, but there 
would be no more sleeping. Not after 
the nightmare. This was twice in a very 
short span. There was a warning here, 
and Ghal knew that she wouldn’t be 
able to sleep any more with the vision of 
Shenrick’s cold expression lingering in 
her mind. Velko would just get a longer 
rest shift. 

Ghal rose from the tank, dressed, and 
headed back to the command hub, only 
stopping long enough to see if her boss, 
Rodor Keen, was in his office. Rodor 
oversaw all of the operations on Starlight 
Beacon, and something about the way 
the cameras had powered down in 
corridor sixteen niggled at her. Perhaps it 
was the aftermath of the nightmare, the 
memory of the worst day of her life, but 
there was something amiss. If anyone 
would know what could cause such an 
error, Rodor would. 

Unfortunately, his droid informed her 
that he was also resting and would be 
back momentarily, so Ghal left a message 


office as Velko had thought. Still, it was 
strange. There was nothing about the 
message that was any different than the 
usual traffic they got, warnings of Nihil 
activity or new Hutt smuggling routes 
to patrol. So why had the message been 
flagged for Ghal? 

The holo queue blinked at her, the 
unplayed message still waiting, and with 
a sigh Ghal played the holo. It flickered 
as it played, as though the sending 
signal hadn’t been very strong, and the 
person in the message wore a mask like 
the Nihil. A vocalizer disguised the voice 
of the speaker, whose species could not 
easily be distinguished, but they looked 
to Ghal to be human. 

“During the nocturnal rest cycle you 
will disable the cameras to the following 
corridors: sixteen, twenty-three, eighty- 
four. We know who you once were, and 
we trust that you would like to keep your 
secrets. For the Storm!” 

Ghal played the message a few more 
times, trying to memorize as much about 
it as she could. But there was nothing in 


GHAL KNEW THAT SHE WOULDN’T BE ABLE TO 
SLEEP ANY MORE WITH THE VISION OF SHENRICK’S 
COLD EXPRESSION LINGERING IN HER MIND. 


Instead, she hurried out of the 
command hub before Velko changed 
her mind. 


After a visit to the refresher and a 
restorative dip in the springs set aside for 
such things, Ghal returned to her room 
and prepared for her rest cycle. She had 
barely submerged herself in her sleeping 
tank, her head bobbing above the water, 
before she was in the nightmare once 
more. This time Shenrick peered down 
at her, his face no longer distorted. 

Now, she could see his bulbous eyes and 
mottled skin, his markings the same ones 
she had fallen in love with when he was 
just a useless third son with no future. 

“Thank you for your service,” he said, 
his voice strange, and her heart broke 
anew, both in the dream and in real life. 

Ghal startled awake, shaking off the 
remnants of the dream as she rolled over 
in the tank, her neck pillow keeping her 


and made her way back to her post. 

Velko looked up as Ghal walked in, 
her expression relieved. “Oh good. I 
didn’t want to wake you, but a message 
came in from the Republic security 
liaison with an urgent code. I put it in 
your queue.” 

“Why didn’t you just read it and 
respond?” Ghal asked, her normally 
short temper even shorter. She already 
had a dozen reports to file, and 
interviews to conduct. She didn’t need 
more work. 

Velko gave Ghal a wan smile. “It was 
keyed to your access code.” 

Ghal Tarpfen looked at the holo 
before her and frowned. Velko said 
something but Ghal didn’t hear her, all 
of her attention focused on the missive 
before her. She didn’t even notice the 
Soikan leave. 

The holomessage in Ghal’s queue 
was encrypted and bore a messaging 
signature that was reserved for members 
of the Senate, not the Republic security 


the holo, or on the sending information, 
to tell Ghal just who was responsible 

for the message. It did not escape Ghal’s 
attention that corridor sixteen was the 
same one where the droids had already 
deactivated the cameras once. 

She did not believe in coincidences. 

Ghal ran a security check on 
the messaging encryption, but the 
information came back as legitimate. 
Smart. Whoever had sent it wanted her 
to know that the Nihil had friends in 
very high places, the kind of places that 
could utterly destroy Ghal if she didn’t 
go along with what they wanted. 

She suddenly felt ill. 

All of the weeks spent dreaming 
about Shenrick. Was this what her mind 
wanted to warn her about? When Ghal 
was a child she used to like to sit in the 
currents outside of her house and see the 
things the ocean brought to her door, 
which was mostly just bits of flotsam 
from the well-to-do families who lived 
up current. One day there had been a 
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dead jara fish that had drifted by in bits 
and pieces, a gruesome discovery that 
she’d been powerless to look away from. 
First a fin, then the tail, and finally a 
whole head, the eyes wide staring and 
confused, like the fish wondered how its 
demise had come to pass. Ghal felt that 
way now, like she’d been dismembered 
and set adrift in the current. It was not 

a good feeling. 

She was half tempted to delete the 
holo, but had a feeling that somehow 
they would know. And now the random 
holos she’d received over the past few 
months began to make sense. They 
had seemed like mistakes: snippets of 
Mon Calamari gossip sites detailing the 
king’s latest social events, documentary 
excerpts of features on the Mon Calamari 
guard, and—most alarming of all—a 
holodrama from years ago featuring a 
Mon Calamari guard and a princess who 
fell in love and ran off together. 

Ghal knew that vid by heart. Hadn’t 
she and Shen watched the holo and 
talked about how it was their story? 

But that was before Shenrick had 
ascended to the throne, the spare 
become the heir after a terrible tragedy. 
And that was before Ghal had pledged 
her troth to the Republic, a position in a 
far away outpost better than staying and 
watching Shenrick marry another after 
being cast aside. 

Somehow, the Nihil had learned her 
secret, had pieced it together. Ghal had 
nothing to fear from the discovery, her 
time with the Royal Guard was nothing 
more than a delightful footnote to the 
Republic. But the purists on Mon Cala 
would be aghast if they knew their king 
hadn’t been pure before ascending to 
the throne. Shenrick would be ruined, of 
course, and while part of Ghal yearned 
for his casual cruelty toward her to be 
turned back on him tenfold, it would 
destroy her family. After all, the Mon 
Calamari could not wholly blame their 
king for such a misstep. Her family was 
low enough in standing that they would 
bear the brunt of raising an honorless 
daughter, and Ghal would not disgrace 
her line. 

“Ghal!” Velko said, her voice 
exasperated as though she had been 
trying to get Ghal’s attention for more 
than a moment. 

“Apologies,” Ghal burbled. “Too 
much kelp gathering, I’m afraid.” 
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“T brought you this,” the Soikan said, 
setting down a cup of the kelp tea Ghal 
liked. “I’m going to take my rest period. 
But will you check in with Senator 
Starros in the next hour or so? She’s 
been requesting assistance non-stop, 
and sending in dozens of complaints.” 

Ghal sighed. “Senators. I’ll stop 
by her quarters and she what it is 
she wants.” 

Velko stood to go, and paused, her 
gaze searching Ghal. “Is everything 
okay?” 

“Fine,” Ghal said. She picked up the 
cup Velko had set down and took a sip. 
“T think I just need to visit the restorative 
springs. Thank you for the kelp tea.” 

Velko nodded and departed, leaving 
Ghal with nothing but her runaway 
thoughts. There was a senator on 
Starlight and she’d just been asked to 
disable the cameras in the area. 

There was nothing okay about that. 

Ghal tasked one of the security droids 
with scanning the feeds and hurried to 
Senator Starros’ guest suite. Would the 
Nihil try to kill a senator? Perhaps. But 
not on her watch. 

The ride in the lift seemed to take 
forever, and by the time Ghal reached 
corridor sixteen she could tell there was 
something wrong. It was the middle of 
the sleep cycle, but one of the doors was 
curiously open, as though someone had 
jammed the mechanism. 

Ghal drew her blaster and crept 
toward the open door. It wasn’t one 
that opened out into the suite of rooms 
occupied by the senator, but by someone 
else entirely. Ghal peered around the 
corner. Lying on the ground was a 
Theelin man Ghal did not recognize. 

“Oh, Ghal,” someone burbled in 
poorly spoken Mon Calamari, a language 
Ghal had not heard since she’d left 
home. Ghal whirled around to see a 
stately human woman with dark skin 
smiling at her. She was vaguely familiar, 
but Ghal could not quite place her. “You 
should’ve just done as you were told.” 

Ghal drew her blaster, but before she 
could do anything a heavy hand hit her 
from behind, and it was only as she was 
falling that she realized she knew the 
woman after all. 

Senator Ghirra Starros was apparently 
quite a bit more than she seemed. 


TO BE CONCLUDED... 


GHAL DREW 
HER BLASTER, 
BUT BEFORE 
SHE COULD 
DO ANYTHING 
A HEAVY HAND 
HIT HER FROM 
BEHIND, AND 
IT WAS ONLY 
AS SHE WAS 
FALLING THAT 
SHE REALIZED 
SHE KNEW 
THE WOMAN 
AFTER ALL. 
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